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            He pulled a cookie sheet out of the oven filled with tapas and placed it on a rack to cool.

“Mmm, that smells delicious.” Avery's mouth watered after she saw the decadent little bites. “Did you make those?”

“Afraid not. They're from my friend Dante's tapas bar.”

“A tapas bar. That's a unique idea. Can I try one?” Avery leaned over the breakfast bar.

“Sure, but be careful, they're hot,” Quentin said. He watched Avery take a delicate
amuse bouche
in her mouth and savor the flavor. He was immediately aroused at the sight of her eating, and the way her tongue flicked out to lick her lips was completely erotic. He could feel his manhood straining against the jeans he wore. It was a good thing he was standing behind the bar and she couldn't see how hard he was.

“Wow!” Avery said. “If dinner is as good as that, then I am in for a feast.”

“You most certainly are,” Quentin groaned.

Conversation was stimulating throughout the entire meal of lemon-dill salmon, Parmesan mashed potatoes and roasted asparagus that Quentin prepared. Avery was rather surprised by his prowess in the kitchen, but thoroughly enjoyed every bite. And she let him know as much. “I hate to say it because I wouldn't want to give you a big head,” she commented once they were seated on his leather sectional enjoying a cappuccino and tiramisu, “but dinner was wonderful.”

“I'm glad you enjoyed it,” Quentin rasped huskily. “You'll enjoy dessert even more.”

Avery put her fork down and set her saucer on the coffee table. Was he coming on to her? Because she'd heard a distinct sexual overtone in Quentin's statement and when she turned to him, she wished she hadn't. Those dark eyes of his were resting firmly on her and the intensity of his concentrated gaze made her tremble. He looked like a tiger ready to pounce and Avery had the feeling she was his prey. When he reached over and pulled one of the pins out of her hair, and then the other, she balked.

“What are you doing?” she cried, trying to keep her hair in place, but it was no use.

“That's better.” Quentin grinned at his handiwork. Now her glorious mane of hair had fallen generously to her shoulders. He'd been dying to do that since the first time they'd met. Avery was much too reserved for her own good.

“Why did you do that?” she said, running her fingers through her disorderly mane.

“You should wear your hair like that more often.”

“Really?” She always wore her hair up. She felt she appeared more professional that way. She didn't want to be the type of woman who played on her looks.

When Quentin saw the sour expression on her face, he realized he'd skipped a beat. “Listen, there's nothing wrong with wearing your hair up, just not all the time. You need to let loose, Avery,” he said. “And I'm just the person to help you do it.”

Quentin walked over to his entertainment center and flicked on his CD player, and immediately some up-tempo tunes flooded the air. Next, he opened a drawer and pulled out something, which Avery couldn't see from behind his back. She was shocked when he returned with a game of Twister.

“Are you serious?” she asked. Twister was a child's game.

“Yes, I am,” Quentin replied, opening the box and pulling out the mat and spinner. “C'mon.” He motioned for her to join him. “You'll see. It'll be a lot of fun.” When she didn't move, he rushed over and pulled her off the couch toward the mat.

“You're crazy!” Avery couldn't resist laughing at his spontaneity. He continued to challenge her to venture outside her comfort zone.

“Yeah, I am, but I have a feeling you like it.”

She didn't reply to his knowing comment; instead she said, “Spin the wheel.”

Twenty minutes later, they were all tied up in a mess of limbs and arms. Somehow Quentin had maneuvered himself to be directly underneath her, while Avery had one hand over his head and her leg between his thighs. How had she found herself in such a compromising position? Quentin didn't make it any better because he was smiling up at her as if he knew something she didn't. He couldn't know she shared his attraction, could he?

When her hand needed to go underneath him, Avery lost her balance and so did Quentin, causing them both to tumble on the floor with her on top. Avery kept her head low, staring down at his Adam's apple, afraid to look at him.

Quentin tried to remain still to see what Avery would do next, but he just couldn't stop himself, he
had
to touch her. He slid his hands through her hair and brought her toward him until their faces were inches apart.

His gaze was fixed on her for what seemed like an eternity before he finally kissed her fiercely and passionately. When he trailed his hands down over her body, smoothly and deliberately, Avery could feel her breasts firming and rising; she didn't know why until he rubbed the tip of his thumb over her nipple and she realized they ached for his touch.

“Oh, yes,” Avery moaned her pleasure as each second built with intensity. And as the kiss deepened, he boldly parted her legs, propelling her closer to him so she could feel the hard jut of his erection. She whimpered with raw delight as a familiar heaviness took over the lower part of her body.

His lips brushed her brow, eyelids and cheekbone before coming back to her lips. His tongue thrust deep inside, exploring every inch of her mouth, and as he suckled her tongue relentlessly, his hands shaped and caressed her slender bottom.

Before Avery could even register what was happening, he was attacking the buttons on her shirt with furor and then she felt his warm hands sliding behind her back to unsnap her bra. After Quentin relieved her of her shirt and bra, he tossed them aside as if they were nothing but an inconvenience. Seconds later his hot, wet tongue was fastening onto her naked breast, sending shock waves right through Avery. His teeth tugged at the dark nipple, bringing it to a ripe peak, while his hand cupped and caressed her other breast. She moaned her pleasure as he took her to new heights.

When Quentin gruffly said, “Let's take this to the bedroom,” it was as if he'd splashed cold water on her face and woken her out of a haze. Avery realized although she desired him greatly, she wasn't ready to take their relationship to the next level. At least not yet.

“Quentin, no.” She pulled out of his embrace and sat up on the floor. She turned her back to him, embarrassed that she'd let things get this far. She'd been so caught up in the moment, in the passion he'd brought out in her that it scared the living daylights out of her.

“Why not? What's wrong?” Quentin asked, slowly sitting up. He'd thought everything was going rather well. He'd finally released the inner sexy beast in Avery and she'd responded to him with the same ardor as the first time he'd kissed her. It hadn't just thrilled him, it had turned him on and he had a hard-on to prove it.

“Quentin, this is wrong.” Avery reached across the floor for her discarded blouse and bra.

“How can it be wrong when it feels so right?” he asked. “I wasn't alone, I felt you responding to me.”

“B-because,” Avery stammered as she tried unsuccessfully to snap on her bra. “This isn't me. I'm not some sex-crazed teenager.”

Quentin scooted over and fastened her bra in place for her. “Is that what you think we were?” he asked, peering into her green eyes. “Because I strongly disagree. We were two grown adults acting on an attraction.”

Avery slid one arm into her blouse and then the other. She was mortified by her scandalous behavior. What must he think of
me?
So she tried to clear the air. “I don't have casual sex.”

“I am not asking you to have casual sex,” Quentin said. “I just want you to allow yourself to let go. Do you have to be in control all the time?”

Those were the words Avery remembered during the cab ride from Quentin's loft. Why was it so hard for her to let go? She'd wanted Quentin as much as he wanted her. So why had she run like a scared schoolgirl back to her apartment? She was a grown woman after all and shouldn't have been afraid of going after what she wanted. When had she become so scared of taking risks? Avery vowed that if the opportunity presented itself with Quentin again, she would not be so quick to run away. Instead, she would take all he had to offer and then some.



Chapter 8

A
lthough Quentin had enjoyed Avery's company the night before, he had more pressing business to attend to and that was making up with his longtime friend, but Malik would not return any of his calls.

“Any luck?” Sage asked the next day when she met Quentin at Dante's for a quick brunch because she had to get back to work and clock in more hours. They pretty much had the place to themselves because the lunch crowd hadn't descended.

“No,” Quentin said forlornly. “Malik won't return any of my calls. Do you guys have any suggestions?” He looked back and forth between Sage and Dante. He felt terrible that he was at odds with Malik.

“I'm afraid not,” Dante replied. “When I asked him to join us to clear the air, he declined.” He shook his head. “Malik is really blowing this way out of proportion.”

“He's acting like a child is what he's doing,” Sage added. She didn't appreciate him putting her and Dante in the middle. “He wants us to take sides and I just won't do that.” Quentin would never have taken the assignment had he known who the client was. Malik should respect Quentin's career just as he expected Quentin to respect the center. Sage knew what it was like to try to fight for the respect you deserved. She did it every day at the law firm, and she wouldn't let anything or anyone jeopardize that either. Sage knew about that kind of passion because they'd come so far from their humble beginnings.

“I appreciate your support,” Quentin said, “but I don't want it at the expense of your relationship with Malik.”

“No, Quentin,” Sage said, swiveling around on her bar stool to face him. “I will not be railroaded. I know what it's like to have to put your career first.”

Quentin was disappointed. “So that's what you think I'm doing? Putting my career above my friendship with Malik?”

“That's not what she's saying,” Dante interrupted. “She's saying that she understands that your career is dependent upon your professionalism.”

“Exactly. It wasn't like you did this on purpose and that's what Malik is failing to see. He's being really pigheaded.” Sage was furious with him. She'd called him half a dozen times and he'd refused her calls, too.

“Yeah, but you know Malikâ€¦” Quentin said. His voice trailed off as he stared down at his glass. Ever since they'd been teenagers, Quentin had known Malik to have anger issues. Malik had been abused as a child, and now he was trying to make up for all the wrongs against him by helping other people and children in need. That was why he took it as a personal affront that Quentin wouldn't help the center. “I should just tell Jason that they need to find another photographer.”

“And what will that do to the career you've spent years to build?” Sage asked. “You know as well as I do that you're hot right now. You've got to ride this wave until it ends, which hopefully it won't. Or do you want to go back to being poor?”

Quentin remembered all too well what it was like growing up with nothing except the hand-me-downs he'd been given to wear from Goodwill. “No, I don't. But he's family!” Quentin rubbed his bald head. He was torn between a fierce need to survive at all costs and doing the right thing for a friend who was like a brother to him.

“I understand and eventually he'll get over it.” Sage was adamant.

“You do remember what happened that time Tiffany asked me to the spring dance even though Malik had a thing for her?” Dante piped in. “Malik wouldn't talk to me for weeks.”

“And
eventually,
” Sage emphasized, “he got over it.”

“I appreciate all of your advice,” Quentin said, “and I'll do it your way and give Malik a little time to cool off, and if that doesn't work I'm going to go see him and squash this myself.”

“Whew!” Dante wiped his brow. “I'm glad that's over. Now I can get back to the kitchen and get ready for lunch.”

“So, now that Dante's gone,” Sage said, “let's get down to basics. What's up with you and the art-gallery woman? How's the bet going?”

Quentin thought about it for a moment. Avery Roberts had become more real to him than just some bet. She was a vibrant woman and one he wanted tremendously. “Everything is going just fine.”

Sage peered into Quentin's dark brown eyes. “Are you holding out on me, Quentin Davis?”

“Of course not, Sage,” he said, sipping on his iced tea. He could be honest with Sage and tell her what was on his mind without fear of being razzed like with Dante or Malik. “We had a great first date at that Moroccan restaurant I took you to when I visited last year.”

“Oh yeah.” Sage nodded. “I remember that place. Great ambience.” She recalled the beautifully decorated interior.

“It got even better when Avery belly danced for me.” Quentin smiled. He couldn't forget the sway of her hips as they'd twisted and gyrated to the music. His groin even tightened in response.

“Get out! You got Ms. Priss to actually loosen up and belly dance?” Sage chuckled. “Wonders never cease!”

“I sure did
and
she rode on my motorcycle,” Quentin said. “And did I mention that she came over to my loft for dinner last night?”

“And?” Sage knew there was more to the story.

“And nothing. We had a great time.”

“I've got to hand it to you, Quentin. You have a way with the ladies. I'm sure she has no idea what's in store for her, does she?”

Quentin rubbed his goatee. What he had in store for Avery Roberts would not only please her but be pleasurable for the both of them. Had she not run away the other night, Quentin was sure they would have become intimate. He was curious to see what else lay beneath that cool exterior. If last night was any indication, he was in for a wonderful surprise.

Â 

“Jenna, I want to make a change,” Avery said when she met up with her best friend in the foyer of the Dominic Sabatani Salon. Avery was impressed by the opulent furnishings and artistic details. The interior designer had left nothing to chance, from the floor-to-ceiling windows to the Venetian-style glass chandeliers.

“A change? What kind of change?” Jenna asked excitedly, rubbing her hands together. “Are you finally going to give me the chance to make you over?”

“Yes,” Avery stated unequivocally. “It's time I change my image. You know, spice things up.” After last night with Quentin, she'd thought long and hard about how closed off she'd become and had decided she needed a change.

“What brought this on?” Jenna asked.

“Wellâ€¦” Avery started. “I'm not one to kiss and tell, but things between me and the photographer have heated up.”

Jenna's eyes grew wide. “How heated did they get?”

“We nearly made love on the floor of his loft last night,” Avery said and couldn't resist smiling.

“Nearly? Why didn't you finish? If it were me with Quentin Davis, wild horses wouldn't have been able to pull me out of his bed.”

Avery shrugged and slid her fingers through her hair. “I don't know, Jennaâ€¦. Call it what you want. Fear. Propriety. Lack of confidence. I don't know. And even though I wanted him as much as he wanted me, something stopped me. And life is much too short for regrets.”

“And you think a makeover is going to instantly change that?” Jenna snapped her fingers. “It will give you self-confidence, but, my dear, the rest is up to you.”

“Well, then let's get to it,” Avery said, standing up from the reception bench.

“Great!” Jenna said. “What stylist did they book you with?”

“Star.”

“No, no.” Jenna shook her head. “That will never do.” She walked over to the reception area. “Let me talk to Dominic, please. Tell him it's Jenna Chambers.”

A few minutes later, Dominic Sabatani swept into the reception area and kissed both of Jenna's cheeks. “My dear, it's so good to see you.”

“You, too, Dominic,” Jenna said. “But my friend hereâ€”” she motioned to Avery to come over “â€”is in need of your help and she must, must, must be cut by your hands. I can't entrust her hair to anyone but you.”

“You are too kind,” Dominic said. “But I'm booked,
ma chÃ©rie
.” Dominic glanced at Avery's unflattering ponytails and bangs. “And your friend is in need of a complete makeover.”

“You have always been able to squeeze in a Tate model. You just have to do this. Consider it a favor for me?” Jenna gave Dominic her biggest puppy-dog eyes.

Dominic's eyes narrowed. “All right, I'll squeeze her in.” He turned to his receptionist. “Have Sonya wash her and then I'll cut and style afterwards. But she's going to need Blair for makeup and Emily for nails to complete the look.”

“You are a lifesaver, Dominic,” Jenna said. “And I am in your debt.”

“And one day I'm going to collect on all the favors you owe me,” Dominic chuckled and then glanced down at his watch. “Get draped and after your wash come back to my chair.” And just as quickly as he'd come in, he was gone.

“Sure thing,” Jenna said to his retreating figure. “Prepare to say goodbye to the old you.” She walked toward Avery and grabbed her by the elbow. “Because a new world awaits you.”

Three hours later, Avery was stunned at the sexy woman staring back at her from the golden-leafed mirror. Dominic Sabatani had worked a miracle and transformed her former bland hair and bangs into a work of art. He'd used his shears to create a chic, razor cut, keeping most of her length, but adding volume with varying layers. Avery was very pleased with the results. Blair had applied the right shade of foundation, eye shadow and lip gloss, revealing a sultry, sexy woman with arched eyebrows that Avery hardly recognized.

“Bella,”
Dominic said when he stopped over on his way to receive another client.

“She does look amazing.” Jenna nodded in agreement. She'd stayed with Avery throughout the makeover to be sure she achieved the right look.

“Thank you.” Avery beamed.

“Come back again,” Dominic replied.

“I most definitely will,” she said, rising from the silk-draped stool. She took a moment to admire herself one final time before turning to Jenna. “So, are you ready for some shopping because I can't have a new hairdo without some new clothes to match.”

“Go shopping, girlfriend, you don't ever need to ask,” Jenna replied and together the two of them joyfully bounced right out of the salon. They finished their day with stops at Macy's and Bloomingdale's, which left Avery's wallet bare by the time she returned to her apartment with several bags tucked underneath her arm. She was nearly inside when her home phone rang. She quickly fumbled in her purse for her keys and inserted them into the lock. Once inside, she dropped her bags and made a dash for the phone.

“Hello,” she said, out of breath.

“Avery, are you all right?” Quentin asked from the other end.

“Oh, I'm fine. I just came in from shopping with Jenna,” she replied.

“Listen, Avery, about last night,” Quentin began.

“Stop,” she interrupted him. “If you were about to apologize. None is required. We both know I wanted you as much as you wanted me.”

“Then what happened?”

“I don't know. I guess I froze. Can we take it from the top and see what happens next?” Avery didn't want to remember what a fool she'd been to leave his loft. If she got another chance, she wouldn't walk away.

“Yes, we can,” Quentin replied. “How about a picnic on Saturday in Central Park?”

“Sounds great,” Avery said, smiling through the phone. “I'll bring all the trimmings.” After she hung up, she took a moment to admire herself in the hall mirror. Come Saturday, Quentin Davis would meet the new and improved Avery Roberts, one who wasn't afraid to take a risk.

Â 

Bright and early on Monday, Quentin began shadowing Richard King. His press secretary had arranged for Quentin to follow him to several important functions over the next couple of weeks, all in an effort to get Quentin to photograph King favorably as a rising entrepreneur and not a ruthless tycoon. The first of which was a weekly business meeting with his top executives to go over impending deals.

Quentin had been allowed to set up his equipment in the boardroom prior to the start of the meeting so that he'd have a good angle to shoot King. As the executives started to pile in, Quentin focused the camera lens toward the head of the table. The meeting was in full swing for several minutes before Richard finally arrived. Everyone rose from the table as if he were royalty. Quentin snapped a photograph.

The flash caused Richard to look in Quentin's direction. “Mr. Davis, I'd forgot you were going to be here. Have you been introduced?”

“No, but it's not important,” Quentin replied. He liked to be in the background when he was working. Then he could capture the unexpected.
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